Abstract. An ornament used in mate choice may vary with male age for two reasons. It may be designed to signal age and females could use such an ornament to mate preferentially with older males that may be expected to be of higher quality. Alternatively, if an ornament is condition-dependent it would be expected to vary with age because condition is expected to increase with age. These hypotheses make different predictions about the variation of an ornament with male age between individuals within a year and between years within an individual's lifetime. Female wrens, Troglodytes troglodytes, have been shown to discriminate between males on the basis of the number of cock nests on their territories. An analysis using information from males of known age showed that as males got older they built more nests per season, started building earlier in the year and built for longer. A previous analysis had demonstrated that the number of nests on a territory was influenced by habitat structure and that male age failed to predict any of the inter-male variation in number of nests constructed within a year. This was supported by the present study: male age was not a good predictor of variation in the number of nests constructed between males within a year. As variation within a year between different males is much greater than the variation between years within a male's lifetime it is effectively impossible for a female to mate selectively with older males; rather it suggests that nest construction in male wrens is a condition-dependent trait and not a signal of male age. This analysis suggests that some males are more accomplished nest builders than others and that while males do improve with age, age cannot compensate for a lack of ability.
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Many ornaments have been shown to play roles in mate choice (for a review see Andersson 1994). This implies that females are using variation in ornament development as a means of discriminating between males. There are two reasons to expect components of this variation in ornament development to be related to the age of the male producing the ornament.
First, it has been suggested that age is likely to reflect male quality, as older males have demonstrated their quality through their capacity to survive (see Manning 1985) . If this quality is heritable then females would benefit from mating with older males as their offspring should be of higher than average quality. Therefore, it has been suggested that ornaments used in mate choice should increase with age, resulting in variation in ornament development between males of different ages. This would allow females to mate preferentially with older males (Halliday 1983; Manning 1985) .
Second, it has been argued that male experience is likely to increase with age and that this should result in greater foraging efficiency (Marchetti & Price 1989; Wunderle 1991) . This increased foraging efficiency should be reflected by older males being in better condition than younger males. Therefore, it has been suggested that conditiondependent traits should vary with age (Andersson 1994; Møller 1994) .
If females are to use an ornament in order to mate preferentially with older males, the ornament under consideration would have to vary with male age between males within a season and would also be likely to increase as a male gets older. On the other hand, if an ornament is condition-dependent and as a result varies with age it would be expected to vary with age over an individual male's lifetime (i.e. between years) but not necessarily with age between males within a
